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As far back as 1925 El Paso’s leaders recognized 
open space as one of the community’s key assets.

The region’s natural beauty, the 
mountains, valleys, river, and wetlands all 
contribute to our quality of life.



Open spaces give many El Paso neighborhoods 
their special character and desirability.

Recently some private owners of open space 
in established neighborhoods decided to 
develop their land.



City Council appointed a committee to address 
community concerns.

•Committee agreed on the need to preserve open spaces in 
the principle.

•Committee did not reach consensus on how to designate 
specific lands for preservation.



Council realized the need to 

identify specific areas;

staff was charged with 

compiling an inventory.



Upon completing the inventory, staff tried to develop 
an objective way to select land 
for preservation.

Visual 
Diversity

______  x   
6

Geological
Formations

Unique or valuable formations covering 
a large portion of the arroyo = 5 points.  
None or a small portion = 0 points.

______  x   
6

Archeology 
Cultural or pre-historic sites or remains 
= 5 points.  None or a small portion = 0 
points.

______  x  
10

Flora
Native plants in significant quantities = 
5 points.   No plants or very small 
quantities = 0 points. 

______  x  
10

Habitats
High percentage of the area provides 
very high quality habitats = 5 points.   
Very low percentage of the area = 0 
points.

______  x  
10

Wildlife 
Corridors

Very good connectivity to other quality 
habitats = 5 points.    Poor, or no 
connectivity = 0 points.

______  x  
10

Environmental 
Condition 

High levels of contamination or pollution 
=  5 points.     Clean uncontaminated 
soils =  0 points. 

______  x 
--8

--

Visual 
Esthetics ______  x   

7

Stormwater
Filtration

Excellent stormwater filtration attributes 
= 5 points.     Immediate, poor quality 
runoff = 0 points. 

______  x   
1

Surrounding 
Land Use 
Patterns

The existing or planned future land 
uses strongly compliment the protection 
of the arroyo = 5 points.    Very poor 
land uses or expectations = 0 points.  

______  x   
1



Numerical analysis could not capture important 
differences.

•For example, Resler Canyon could not be not distinguished from 
surrounding urban land. 

•Resler Canyon ranked below various nearby arroyos.



• Getting useful data on scientific aspects such 
as biology, geology or archeology is expensive 
and time consuming.

Three lessons:

• Important values of arroyos 
are defined by the 
community: beauty, 
recreational use, access.

• Other natural open land 
besides arroyos can possess 
the same high value to the 
community.



Recommendations:

•Simultaneously create the toolbox for
implementation

•Initiate a community-wide planning process to
identify all the important open spaces in the City

•Combine objective data with public input



Open Space Plan Process

Community Involvement lead by Consultants

•Will take approximately five months

•Will cost approximately $50,000

•Will give very good results 

•Will ensure strong community buy-in

Recommendations:



Separate processes for:
“Public Lands” (mostly held by PSB) 
“Private Lands” (areas surrounded by 

development)   
• Use a focused process for the Private Lands
• Develop Code Amendments to allow incentives on 

Private Lands 
• Community Wide process for the Public Lands.
• Adopt joint Resolution in conjunction with the Public 

Service Board stating no public lands will be sold 
without a Land Study until the above Open Space 
Plan is completed 

Recommendations:



Inventory Details



Process

1. Traced stream beds on aerial photo
2. Organized streams into systems
3. Created three dimensional renderings
4. Traced rim outlines
5. Analyzed characteristics



One foot aerial photos



Natural Intermittent
Stream Beds

identified on 
aerial photos



FEMA 
Recognized
Flow Paths

Organized 
streams based 
on the 44 
numbered flow 
paths



Determined boundaries



Triangulated Irregular Network (TIN)



Slope map

Approximate 
rim boundary



Cross sections



Results



Two Hundred 
Eighty Five 
arroyos

8,910 acres



Total 
Area

City of 
El Paso

Federal State of 
Texas

Private 
Owners

8910 3704 1074 271 3861

100% 41.5 % 12.1% 3.0% 43.4%



109 arroyos 
are wholly 
private

70 more are 
partly 
private



Zoning

50% zoned R-3

27% zoned PMD



Zoning

50% zoned R-3

27% zoned PMD



Subdivisions

85 arroyos have 
at least 1 acre 
subdivided



Mountain 
Development Area

123 arroyos have at 
least part in MDA



Franklin 
Mountain 
State Park 
and informal 
trails

108 arroyos 
lead to the 
park with no 
intervening 
roads



Detailed statistics are 
available in the report









Implementation Options



Purchase – pay market value

Regulation – control development by laws

Incentives – encourage the decision to preserve

Three Techniques to Preserve Open Space



Purchase – pay market value

Certificates of Obligation, Public Improvement District, 
bonds, matching private funds

Regulation – control development by laws

Incentives – encourage the decision to preserve

Three Techniques to Preserve Open Space



City allocated $2 million from most 
recent CO issue for open space 
preservation

Finding ways to utilize tax assessment 
district concept



Purchase – pay market value

Regulation – control development by laws

Zoning and subdivision changes

Incentives – encourage the decision to preserve

Three Techniques to Preserve Open Space



Conservation Subdivision concepts could be 
incorporated into subdivision rewrite

Precedent is Mountain Development Area



Purchase – pay market value

Regulation – control development by laws

Incentives – encourage the decision to preserve

Three Techniques to Preserve Open Space

Monetary compensation – tax break, purchase of easement

Modification of regulation



Development regulated by 

Title 18 Building and Construction
Grading, flood control

Title 19 Subdivision
Streets, lots, parks, other infrastructure

Title 20 Zoning
Land use, lot size, setbacks, overall density



The incentives proposed by 

“ad hoc committee for water conveyance 
channels”



Allow realignment of arterials to minimize 
arroyo crossings



Allow realignment of arterials to minimize 
arroyo crossings

Pro: 

Avoids unnecessary crossings of arroyos

Con:

Can interfere with ease of mobility



Modify street and development standards



Modify street and development standards

Pro:

Allows more open space for the same number 
of units

Con:

Potential for unsafe or unattractive 
development if not properly designed



Allow transfer of density



Allow transfer of density

Pro:

Same total density within a subdivision with 
increased open space

Con:

Area of higher density may be opposed by 
neighbors or be less marketable



Park credits for natural open 
space



Park credits for natural open 
space

Pro:

Encourages creation of natural parks under existing 
dedication requirements

Con:

Fewer developed parks, less money for park 
improvements 



Minimize fencing and hard surface 
requirements in drainage areas



Minimize fencing and hard surface 
requirements in drainage areas

Pro:

Creates attractive natural areas while providing 
required drainage

Con:

Erosion and maintenance issues, may lack adequate 
capacity after surrounding area is developed



Density bonuses

Clustering, irregular or innovative lot shapes

City accepts natural open spaces for maintenance

Transfer of development rights program

Lower fees

Expedited processing

Other incentive possibilities to consider:


